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PRODUCT INFORMATION PROVIDING APPARATUS, PRODUCT 
INFORMATION PROVIDING METHOD, AND PROGRAM AND 
RECORDING MEDIUM THEREFOR 

Inventor: Kazuya Kishimoto 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to product information providing apparatuses, 
product information providing methods, and programs and recording media 
therefor, and more specifically, it relates to a product information providing 
apparatus, a product information providing method, and a program and recording 
medium therefor for providing product information management data in accordance 
with a data request from a customer through a communication network. 

Description of the Related Art 

Recently, various tools for managing product information or product 
configuration in product development have been developed. Among these tools, 
software for managing product information, that is, so-called PDM (Product Data 
Management), is a tool for managing product information concerning product 
development. A PDM system in which the software is installed is built on a 
computer network. A design engineer creates various documents and registers the 
documents in the PDM system. A development representative or engineer can refer 
to various pieces of information concerning products under development on a 
terminal. The information includes, for example, specifications and drawings 
created for products under development. 

If the products under development are electronic devices, such as electronic 
components or semiconductor devices, an apparatus which uses the electronic 
devices is often developed and designed concurrently with the electronic devices. In 
particular, when a product under development is not for in-house use but for 
outside use, such as a custom-made product or a product specially made to order for 
a customer, the development of a design typically requires holding a large number 
of meetings with the customer and exchanging many documents with the customer 
before, at last, the final specification is confirmed. 

Outside customers may frequently ask questions regarding the progress of a 
particular electronic device design and may make inquiries about the specification 
and the like. 
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Objects of the Invention 

Responses to inquiries from outside customers regarding the progress of 
design, specifications, and the like may be made by a simple procedure in which 
answers to the inquiries are confirmed by calling the in-house design department, 
5 and the answers or responses are then made to the customers over the phone. On 
the other hand, there are cases in which it is burdensome to confirm documents 
such as drawings using the PDM system, to make copies of the drawings, to fax the 
copies of the drawings, and to record the correspondence. It is therefore impossible 
to immediately respond accordingly to the inquiries. 

10 When a customer wants to check the progress of a particular electronic device 

for reasons of a development schedule of another apparatus using the electronic 
device, the customer may not immediately receive an appropriate response. This 

q may lead to a delay in development of the other apparatus. 

f Summary of the Invention 



Accordingly, it is an object of the present invention to enable a customer to 
iji easily confirm the progress of design or confirm a specification or the like. 

L* A product information providing apparatus of the present invention is 

M= connected to a product information management apparatus having product 
information management data and being capable of transmitting/receiving data 
2|| through a communication network. The product information providing apparatus 
fU includes receiving means for receiving a request command requesting transmission 
of the product information management data concerning a product through the 
communication network; product information management data obtaining means 
for obtaining, in response to the request command, the product information 
25 management data concerning the product from the product information 
management apparatus; and transmitting means for transmitting the product 
information management data concerning the product to a terminal which has 
transmitted the request command through the communication network. 

Arranged as described above, the product information management data can 
30 be immediately and easily provided to the customer. 

Preferably, the product information management data of the product 
information management apparatus includes status information in accordance with 
the progress of a design operation in each component of the product. Arranged as 
described above, the customer can also easily receive information concerning the 
35 progress of a design. 



PatApplAF.doc 
Customer No. 20178 



2 



Express Mail Label No. EL700476403US 

Rev. 11/97 



P6544a 



Preferably, the range of the product information management data to be 
transmitted from the transmitting means differs according to the customer 
transmitting the request command. Accordingly, services can be offered according 
to the customer. 

A product information providing method of the present invention obtains 
product information management data from a product information management 
apparatus including the product information management data and transmits the 
product information management data through a communication network. The 
product information providing method includes a receiving step of receiving a 
request command requesting transmission of the product information management 
data concerning a product through the communication network; an obtaining step of 
obtaining, in response to the request command, the product information 
management data concerning the product from the product information 
management apparatus; and a transmitting step of transmitting the product 
information management data to a terminal which has transmitted the request 
command through the communication network. 

Arranged as described above, the product information management data can 
be immediately and easily provided to the customer. 

Preferably, the product information management data of the product 
information management apparatus includes status information in accordance with 
the progress of a design operation in each component of the product. Arranged as 
described above, the customer can also easily receive information concerning the 
progress of a design. 

Preferably, the range of the product information management data to be 
transmitted differs according to the customer transmitting the request command. 
Accordingly, services can be offered according to the customer. 

A program of the present invention causes a computer to perform the steps of 
a product information providing method of the present invention. Accordingly, the 
program implementing the product information providing method of the present 
invention can be distributed and provided through a communication network, a 
recording medium, or the like. By installing the program on a computer, the 
product information providing method of the present invention can be easily 
achieved. 

A computer-readable recording medium of the present invention has recorded 
therein a program for causing a computer to perform the steps of a product 
information providing method of the present invention. 
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Arranged as described above, the program which can implement the product 
information providing method of the present invention is recorded on the medium. 
By installing the program on a computer, the product information providing method 
of the present invention can be easily achieved. 

r 

Other objects and attainments together with a fuller understanding of the 
invention will become apparent and appreciated by referring to the following 
description and claims taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

In the drawings wherein like reference symbols refer to like parts. 

Fig. 1 is a system configuration diagram showing the overall configuration of 
an example of a system to which a product information management apparatus of 
the present invention is applied. 

Fig. 2 illustrates an example of a screen displaying a product configuration 
tree diagram of products displayed on a screen of a terminal. 

Fig. 3 illustrates status information. 

Fig. 4 illustrates an example of data in a database storing status information 
in a PDM system. 

Fig. 5 illustrates an example of a top menu screen which is first displayed 
when a customer gains access from a customer's terminal to a web server. 

Fig. 6 illustrates an example of tabular-form customer product data stored in 
the web server. 

Fig. 7 illustrates an example of a screen displayed when the customer using 
the terminal selects a certain product. 

Fig. 8 illustrates an example of a screen displaying the status of each 
drawing selected by the customer using the terminal. 

Fig. 9 illustrates an example of a screen displaying the status of each 
specification selected by the customer using the terminal. 

Fig. 10 illustrates an example of a screen displaying an audit trail of requests 
for modification, which is selected by the customer using the terminal. 

Fig. 11 illustrates an example of a request-for-modification screen displayed 
when the customer using the terminal makes a request for modification. 

Fig. 12 is a flowchart showing a process performed by software of the web 
server. 
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Fig. 13 is a table of levels each defining the range of data that the customer 
can refer to or the like. 

Description of the Preferred Embodiments 

The present invention will be further illustrated with embodiments below, 
5 with reference to the drawings. 

Figs. 1 to 13 show an embodiment of the present invention. 

Fig. 1 is a system configuration diagram showing the entire configuration of 
an example of a system to which a product information providing apparatus of the 
present invention is applied. Reference numeral 1 denotes a terminal such as a 
10 personal computer used by a customer or the like. Reference numeral 2 denotes a 
"pi communication network such as the Internet. Reference numeral 3 denotes a 
B network, or web, server. A plurality of terminals 1 is connected to the web server 3 
[7 through the Internet 2. Network access software, such web browser software, is 
£ installed in each terminal 1, and hence each terminal 1 can gain access to the web 
ljg server 3 through the Internet 2. The web server 3 can transmit data to each 
J terminal 1, and/or receive data from each terminal 1. 
O 

^ The web server 3 is connected to a Product Data Management, PDM, system 

H 5 5 through a network 4. PDM system 5 is a product information management 
2S apparatus. PDM system 5 is preferably an in-house system of a product designing 
2Q company or a manufacturing company. A database storage device 6 is connected to 
the PDM system 5. Although the PDM system 5 is indicated by a single block, the 
PDM system 5 includes a communication network system and is connected to a 
large number of in-house terminals. Data for specifications and design drawings for 
products under in-house development and modification history of the specifications 
25 are transferred from in-house terminals to the storage device 6 of the PDM system 

5. Since the data can be accessed by the in-house terminals, it is possible to make 
reference to the progress of a design for a product under development at a design 
phase. Data used by the PDM system 5 is stored in a database in the storage device 

6. The database may be a so-called relational database or may simply include data 
30 files in a simple file format. 

Fig. 2 shows an example of a screen displayed on the display of a terminal for 
displaying a product configuration tree diagram of products. The screen is not only 
displayed on a display of an in-house terminal through the in-house network system 
but may also be displayed on a display of the customer's remote terminal 1 when 
35 the customer accesses the web server 3 through the Internet 2. This will be 
described below. 
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The PDM system 5 stores, in the database storage device 6, product 
information management data for a product which is being designed or developed or 
for a designed or developed product. The product information management data is 
managed by the PDM system software. The product information management data 
includes data such as product specifications and drawings at a design phase. Also, 
the data includes specifications or drawings of part of a product which has already 
been designed. 

Referring to Fig. 2, a window 11 which is displayed on the display of the 
terminal connected to the Internet 2, or other network for accessing PDM system 5, 
displays may show, for example, that a certain electronic device model "XX" 
contains "component unit 1", "component unit 2", and the like. As represented by 
reference numeral 12, the configuration information for the model "XX" is displayed 
using a tree structure. The "component unit 1" further contains lower "component 
unit 11", "component 12", "component 13", and the like. Similarly, the "component 
unit 11" contains lower "component 111", "component 112", and the like. As in the 
case of "component unit 1", the "component unit 2" is in a so-called parent-child 
relationship with many components, which is indicated by a tree structure. A 
drawing, or other additional information, is linked to each component on the screen. 
That is, when any component is selected by clicking, a drawing of the component 
and/or other additional component information is displayed. In Fig. 2, a menu bar, 
a tool bar, and the like which are generally provided at the top of the window by 
browser software are omitted in order to simplify the drawing. 

The same applies to examples of screens described below. 

By using a terminal with access to PDM system 5, a designer, or other user, 
may look at the screen and perform operations, and hence the designer can register 
documents such as text and drawings or refer to information for various parts in the 
documents such as the physical size and electric characteristics of each component 
and the like in order to confirm the information. 

A sample case is discussed below for explanation purposes. In the present 
example, a product development trustee company (such as a manufacturer 
company) which has the PDM system 5 is entrusted with the development of a 
design for an electronic device by a customer, and the manufacturer company holds 
various meetings and exchanges documents and the like with the customer, 
whereby the product is designed and developed. In response to a first development 
request, the manufacturer company decides to use the PDM system 5 and registers 
a development code, or the like, in the PDM system 5. When a plurality of 
engineers starts designing the product, work or operations for creating design 
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drawings are registered in the PDM system 5 for the purpose of management. In 
the PDM system 5, the progress of the registered design operations such as creation 
of a part drawing is managed as status information. 

Fig. 3 illustrates exemplary status information. In Fig. 3, the status 
information indicates four states in accordance with the flow of time. The four 
states are namely: "unregistered"; "being created"; "pending approval"; and "issued". 
The state "unregistered" is a state in which no operations have been registered. For 
example, when there has been an instruction to draw a part drawing but the 
drawing operation has not yet been registered in the PDM system 5, the state is 
indicated as "unregistered". It means that an engineer in charge of creating the 
part drawing has not yet started creating the drawing. 

The state "being created" indicates a state in which the operation has been 
registered in the PDM system 5, that is, the engineer in charge has started the 
operation. However, the state "being created" does not mean that the operation is 
completed. For example, the drawing may have been started, the drawing is not yet 
completed and confirmed. 

The state "pending approval" indicates a state in which the creation is 
substantially completed but has not yet been approved by a supervisor or the like, 
so that the approval of the creation has been requested. 

The state "issued" indicates that the approval has been given and that the 
contents of the drawing have been confirmed. Fig. 3 shows only an example of 
status information. Status information can be defined or expressed in various ways 
according to definitions, or target milestones, of the operational progress. In 
general, status information indicating the progress is automatically managed by a 
work-flow management system which operates in connection with, or which is 
included in, the PDM system 5. In this case, the work-flow management system 
automatically registers or updates status information from time to time during each 
operation. Alternatively, instead of using the work-flow management system, an 
executor of each operation can manually register or update status information. 

The progress information is stored as status information with respect to each 
design operation in the database of the PDM system 5. For example, design 
operations may include creation of a "product configuration table", creation of an 
"outline drawing", and the like. Status information is stored by unit of operation. 
In accordance with the progress of each operation registered in the PDM system 5, 
the status information is updated. 



PatApplAF.doc 
Customer No. 20178 



7 



Express Mail Label No. EL700476403US 

Rev. 11/97 



P6544a 



Fig. 4 illustrates a data example of a database in which the status 
information in the PDM system is stored as table data in the storage device 6. For 
the sake of clarity, only three item, or table categories, are shown in Fig. 4. 
Namely, categories for a document name item 21, a department item 22, and a 
status information item 23 are shown, and all other items are omitted. 

Associated with each document name item 21, the table stores a department 
in charge of developing the document in the item 22 and status information in the 
item 23. As shown in the exemplary table of Fig. 4, the document named "product 
configuration table" (listed under document name item 21) is to be created by the 
department named "design section 1 group 1" (listed under department item 22) 
and its status information indicates that the document is current "unregistered" (as 
shown under status item 23). Similarly, the document named "component unit 1 
assembly drawing" is to be created by the department named "technical group 2", 
and its status information indicates that the "component unit 1" document is 
currently "under review". Accordingly, the status information item 23 of Fig. 4 
indicating the creation progress of various documents related to the electronic 
device model "XX" of Fig. 2, which a customer has requested to be developed and 
designed. Additional information regarding the documents related to electronic 
device model "XX" is stored and updated in the table of Fig. 4. 

Fig. 5 shows an example of a top menu screen first displayed when the 
customer who requested the design of electronic device model "XX" gains access to 
PDM system 5 from any of terminals 1. It is to be understood that terminals 1 are 
the customer's own computers who gain access to the web server 3 through the 
Internet 2 in order to confirm the progress of the development of the design for the 
product that he or she is in charge of, i.e. device model "XX" in the present example. 
The customer, i.e. the person in charge at the customer side, inputs a 
predetermined user name, namely a provided identification code and a password, 
and thereby accesses, namely logs on to, web server 3. When the web server 3 and a 
customer's terminal 1 are interconnected by a leased line, such authentication may 
not be unnecessary. 

Web server 3 provides data corresponding to requested products for each 
person in charge of the requested product at the customer side. The web server 3 
transmits screen data for displaying a product list for the person in charge at the 
customer side who has accessed the web server 3, on a screen of the terminal of the 
person in charge. Referring to Fig. 5, reference numeral 31 denotes a window 
display frame. In a screen top portion 32, item fields "customer name" 
(illustratively showing customer "Kozan Electric Co., LTD") and "name of person in 
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charge" (illustratively showing person "Mr. Taro Otsuno") are provided for 
confirmation, and the contents thereof are displayed. In a lower portion 33, 
products requested by the person in charge are displayed on the screen in the form 
of a list. Three products "XX", "YY", and "XZZ" are displayed in a so-called button- 
selection format on the display screen by browser software. When any one of the 
buttons ("XX", "YY", or "XZZ") is selected by clicking with a pointing device such as 
a computer mouse, the details of the selected product are displayed. Reference 
numeral 34 denotes a cancel button. To cancel the screen, the cancel button 34 is 
clicked. 

Fig. 6 shows an example of a data structure of customer product data stored 
in the web server 3. In Fig. 6, the example is in a table form. The table has items 
including a customer name category 41, a person in charge category 42, product 1 
category 43, product 2 category 44, product 3 category 45, and so on. For example, 
under the person in charge category 42, the table shows that Mr. "Taro Otsuno" 
(associated with customer "Kozan Electric", as indicated in category 41) is in charge 
of the products 1 to 3, namely, products "XX", "YY", and "XZZ". As shown in Fig. 5, 
when Mr. "Taro Otsuno" of customer "Kozan Electric" gains access from any 
terminal 1 to the web server 3, a list of products assigned to Mr. Otsuno is displayed 
based on the table data shown in Fig. 6. 

Fig. 7 shows an example of a screen displayed when an operator of a terminal 
1 at the customer side selects the button for the product "XX" on the screen of Fig. 5. 
In a top portion 52 of a window 51, the product name selected on the screen of Fig. 5 
is displayed. In a lower portion 53 of the window, or frame, 51, detail items 
associated with product "XX", such as a drawing, specification, modification history, 
request for modification, and the like, are displayed. The item "drawing" is 
subdivided into a "part drawing", an "assembly drawing", and the like in a list form. 
These item portions form so-called buttons on the browser screen. When the 
drawing "TD-AB-00 ("part drawing") is clicked and selected, a window 61 shown in 
Fig. 8 is displayed. Reference numeral 54 in Fig. 7 denotes a cancel button. 

A so-called link, i.e. a software association between computer files, records, 
etc., is inserted at the product name displayed in the upper portion 52. When the 
product name is clicked at the terminal 1, the product configuration tree shown in 
Fig. 2 is displayed. When the operator of the terminal 1 clicks, i.e. selects, a 
component displayed in the component configuration tree diagram of Fig. 2, a 
document such as a drawing related to the selected component is displayed. 
Accordingly, the operator can confirm the contents of the document. Furthermore, a 
link is also inserted at a displayed portion of each item (field) displayed in the lower 
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portion 53 of Fig. 7. By clicking and selecting the displayed portion, a different 
screen is displayed. 

Alternatively, although this is not shown in Fig. 7, for each item such as the 
drawing or the specification in Fig. 7, documents including drawings and 
specifications can be displayed in a list format. By clicking a document displayed on 
the list, the document can be displayed. 

Fig. 8 shows an example of a screen displaying the status of a document 
selected by a customer at the terminal. The screen is displayed when the operator 
of the terminal 1 at the customer side selects the field "TD-AB-00 (part drawing)" on 
the screen shown in Fig. 7. When the field is clicked, the web server 3 gives a 
command to the PDM system 5 to search for drawing data for the product since the 
product or model was previously made known. The web server 3 receives the search 
result. As a result, in accordance with items displayed in a top portion 62, the 
window 61 shown in Fig. 8 displays the names of components illustrated in the 
selected part drawing, the departments in charge of designing the components, and 
status. For example, "component al" is assigned to the department "design section 
1 group 3" and its status is "unregistered". Similarly, "component a2" is assigned to 
the department "design section 1 group 4" and its status is "being created". 
Reference numeral 64 denotes a cancel button. 

Fig. 9 shows an example of a screen displaying the status of a specification 
selected by the operator of the terminal 1. The screen is displayed, for example, 
when the customer using the terminal 1 selects the field "specification" on the 
screen displayed in Fig. 7. When the field is clicked, the web server 3 gives a 
command to the PDM system 5 to search for specification data for the product since 
the product or model was previously made known, and the web server 3 receives the 
search result. As a result, in accordance with items displayed in an upper portion 
72 of a window 71, record date of each specification is displayed in a lower portion 
73. For example, "basic specification" is registered on "December 12, 2000", and its 
status indicates that it is "being created". Reference numeral 74 denotes a cancel 
button. When a specification has no recorded date data, it means that the 
specification has not yet been registered. 

Fig. 10 shows an example of a screen displaying a history of requests for 
modification in response to selection by a customer who is the operator of the 
terminal 1. For example, the screen is displayed when the operator of the terminal 
1 selects the field "modification history" on the screen shown in Fig. 7. When the 
field is clicked, the web server 3 gives a command to the PDM system 5 to search for 
modification history data for the product since the product or model was previously 
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made known, and the web server 3 receives the search result. As a result, in 
accordance with items displayed in an upper portion 82 of a window 81, the date of 
each request for modification is displayed in a lower portion 83. For example, a 
request for modification of a "detailed specification 11 is dated "January 19, 2001", 
and its status information under the item "action" indicates that the specification is 
"modified". Similarly, a request for modification of "component al" is dated 
"January 20, 2001" and the request for modification is "under discussion". 
Reference numeral 84 denotes a cancel button. 

When the operator wants to see the specific contents of a request for 
modification, the operator clicks the contents of modification displayed in the lower 
portion 83, whereby the contents of a modification request form are displayed. For 
example, as described hereinafter, the contents of a request sent online or sent by 
fax can be displayed. In particular, a request sent by fax is stored as image data, 
and hence the request is displayed as the image data. 

In addition to the descriptions illustrated with reference to Figs. 8, 9, and 10, 
the scheduled end date and the schedule of each project can be displayed together 
with the progress of each project at the present moment. 

Fig. 11 shows an example of a request-for-modification screen displayed when 
a customer using the terminal makes a request for modification. For example, the 
screen is displayed when the operator of the terminal 1 selects the field "request for 
modification" on the screen shown in Fig. 7. In an upper portion of a window 91, a 
field 92 for inputting an object requested to be modified is displayed. In the field 92, 
the operator inputs an object requested to be modified. In this example, "component 
bl" is requested to be modified. A lower portion 93 is a field in which the specific 
contents of the request for modification are input in sentence(s). Reference numeral 
94 denotes a button to be pressed for making a request for modification. When the 
button 94 is clicked, the request for modification is transmitted to the web server 3 
via the Internet 2. Since the web server 3 already has the name of the customer 
and the person in charge regarding the request for modification, the request for 
modification and its related data are transmitted to the PDM system 5, and the 
data is thereby registered and managed. 

Reference numeral 95 denotes a cancel button. 

The above-described screen is displayed when the terminal 1 accesses the 
Internet 2. The processing performed by the web server 3 is shown in Fig. 12. 

Fig. 12 is a flowchart showing a process executed by software of the web 
server 3 when the web server 3 is accessed via the Internet 2. The following 



PatApplAF.doc 
Customer No. 20178 



11 



Express Mail Label No. EL700476403US 

Rev. 11/97 



P6544a 



communication deals with a product under development, and thus the data therein 
is confidential. Thus, communication is performed in a secure environment using, 
for example, http protocol. 

When the web server 3 is accessed via the Internet 2, the input customer ID 
5 code and password are checked to determine whether the access is gained by a valid 
customer (step 101, which will be referred to as "SlOl" hereinafter). If the access is 
not from a valid customer, that is, if the check result is negative in SlOl, it is 
determined that the access is invalid. The process proceeds to error processing in 
S102. In the error processing, general error processing is performed, such as 
10 notifying the person who has accessed the web server 3 that the access is invalid. 

If the determination in step SlOl is affirmative, the process transmits top 
U. menu screen data for displaying, on the terminal 1, a fist of products which are 
requested by, or associated with, the person who has accessed the web server 3 
(S103). The top menu screen is the screen shown in Fig. 5. 



1/1 



If a product is selected from the product list shown in Fig. 5 (if the 
determination in step S104 is affirmative), the process transmits list screen data for 
displaying design drawings and the like for the product shown in Fig. 7 (S105). If 
rf the operator of the terminal 1 makes selection on the screen shown in Fig. 7, the 

r~ : - 

M: determination in step S106 is affirmative. If the operator selects information 
§2) concerning the present state, such as a drawing, specification, modification history, 
m and the like, it means that the operator's selection is a request for transmission of 
data which is stored in and managed by the PDM system 5 to the terminal 1, 
whereby the operator can refer to the data. Thus, the selection is regarded as a 
data request command requesting product information management data, and the 
25 determination in step S107 is affirmative. If the determination in step S107 is 
affirmative, the web server 3 transmits the data request command to the PDM 
system 5 through the network 4 (Si 14): 

After the transmission, the process receives and obtains response data from 
the PDM system 5 in accordance with the data request (S115). The web server 5 

30 generates and transmits screen data for displaying the response data on the 
terminal 1 which has made the data request (Si 16). When transmitting the 
response data to the web server 3, the PDM system 5 not only transmits the 
response data to the web server 3 but also generates screen data to the necessary 
extent and transmits the generated screen data and the response data to the web 

35 server 3. 
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If the determination in step S107 is negative, the process checks whether or 
not the request is for modification (S108). If the request is for modification, the 
determination in step S108 is affirmative. Screen data for inputting modification 
request as shown in Fig. 11 are transmitted (S109). The process transmits request - 
for-modification screen data and checks whether or not data for the contents to be 
modified is received (S110). If the contents to be modified are received in step S110 
(if the determination in step S110 is affirmative), the process transmits a command 
so that the contents of the request are registered in the PDM system 5 (Sill). 

When the registration is completed, the process notifies, by e-mail, the staff 
of the department(s) related to the design of the product to which the request for 
modification has been made (SI 12). 

If the determination in step S108 is negative, that is, if the request is not for 
modification, the process performs other processing related to the selection (SI 13). 

In the above example, the web server 3 is described as a unit independent of 
the PDM system 5. However, in terms of software, the function of the web server 3 
can be integrated with the PDM system 5. 

As shown in Fig. 13, the range of data to be provided can be defined according 
to customer, and data can be provided only within the defined range. Fig. 13 is a 
table showing levels for defining the range of data which can be referred to 
according to customer. For example, in accordance with the level of a customer, a 
customer at level 1 can update and refer to data in the PDM system 5. A customer 
at level 2 can only refer to data in the PDM system 5. A customer at level 3 can 
only refer to created data. The level is set according to customer, and the allowable 
range is defined in accordance with the set level. Within the range, the web server 
3 provides data. For example, when level data shown in Fig. 13 is used, a particular 
customer can refer to and update all the product information management data in 
the PDM system 5. On the other hand, another customer can only refer to 
predetermined drawings and specifications. 

As described above, with the foregoing arrangement, when a person accesses 
the web server 3 in order to confirm product information for a product under 
development via a communication line, the person is authenticated. For only the 
authenticated person, the web server 3 obtains information for the product handled 
by the person from the PDM system and provides a response to the person. The 
web server 3 accesses the database of the PDM system 5 and obtains data. To the 
person who has accessed the web server 3, the web server 3 not only transmits 
document data for a drawing or a specification out of various documents but also 
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obtains and transmits data for a history of requests for design modification from the 
PDM system 5. Furthermore, a request for design modification can be made via the 
communication line. 

The entirety or a part of a program for implementing the above-described 
operation is recorded or stored in a portable medium such as a floppy disk, a CD- 
ROM, or the like, or in a storage device such as a hard disk. The program is read by 
a computer, and the entirety or a part of the operation is performed. Alternatively, 
the entirety or a part of the program can be distributed or provided through a 
communication network. A user can download the program through the 
communication network and install the program on a computer. Alternatively, the 
user can install the program on the computer from a recording medium. As a 
result, the product information providing method of the present invention can be 
easily achieved. 

Thus, a customer can always refer to product information for a product the 
customer has requested to be designed. It becomes very convenient for both a 
manufacturer who develops the product and the customer. 

Although the preferred embodiment of the present invention has been 
described, various modifications and changes can be made at present and in future 
within the spirit and scope of the present invention. Accordingly, equivalent 
arrangements made by those skilled in the art are considered to be within the scope 
of the present invention. 

[Advantages] 

As described above, according to the present invention, information such as 
the progress of design and confirmation of specifications can be easily provided to a 
customer or the like. 

While the invention has been described in conjunction with several specific 
embodiments, it is evident to those skilled in the art that many further alternatives, 
modifications and variations will be apparent in light of the foregoing description. 
Thus, the invention described herein is intended to embrace all such alternatives, 
modifications, applications and variations as may fall within the spirit and scope of 
the appended claims. 
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